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Abstract 
Drawing on qualitative research on housing aspirations in Scotland, the objectives of 
this paper are three-fold.  Firstly, this paper will contextualise the subject of housing 
aspirations within relevant research literature and situate it within wider debates 
which revolve around the relationship between housing and social class.  Secondly, 
in order to understand the implications of the research, this paper uses Bourdieu’s 
notion of ‘sociodicy’ to help explain the ‘social’ reasons which incline people to have 
housing aspirations.  Thirdly, the data will be analysed to understand the differences 
in ‘aspirations’ between groups, concluding that the generational differences, which 
correspond to the epochal changes in the economy, are more important than class 
differences when understanding the uneven distribution of housing outcomes and 
housing wealth in developed societies. This paper concludes that the Bourdieusian 
concept of hysteresis explains the gap between the subjective expectations of young 
‘professionals’ and the objective chances of their realisation. 
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Introduction  
Recent findings from a qualitative study for the Scottish Government on housing 
aspirations reveal a broad homology between the dominant housing tenure and the 
dominant form of capital accumulation (see also Harvey 2012a, 2012b and 2014).  
The evidence from the study suggests that there has, since the 1970s, been a strong 
correlation between the changing housing aspirations of the UK’s citizens and the 
changing possibilities which arose from state involvement in extending housing 
market conditions to groups who had previously been excluded.  Using the analysis 
of qualitative data from 80 in-depth interviews, this paper will both account for the 
‘aspirational’ differences between social groups and show the extent to which these 
differences have not only changed over time, but have been, and continue to be, 
structured and shaped by the wider political economy.   
 
This paper will advance the following thesis.  Firstly, that ‘aspirations’ arise from the 
dialectical relationship between subjective desires and objective possibilities.  Given 
that desires tend to be more or less adjusted to their chances of realisation 
(Bourdieu 1977, 1984, 1990, 1991, 1996, 1998, 1999, 2000) the most important 
aspect in this relation is not what people ‘aspire’ to, but what ‘opportunities’ exist to 
make these aspirations ‘thinkable’ and therefore ‘achievable’.  Secondly, despite the 
primacy of objective factors in determining ‘aspirations’, subjectivity plays an 
important role, insofar as the dispositions (habitus) which direct the choices, tastes 
and preferences of individuals, are socially structured and are therefore, like the 
social conditions which structure them, unequally distributed.  Thirdly, our research 
findings suggest that the epochal changes to the political economy, the first of which 
extended markets to groups who had previously been excluded, has, through the 
shift from industrial to financialised forms of capital accumulation, reached a period 
characterised by ‘rentier capitalism’.  We, in line with economists such as Smith, 
Marx and Keynes (Block and Sommers 2014) define rentier capitalism as an 
unproductive form of ‘unearned wealth’ accumulation which relies upon the 
extraction of rent (Harvey 2014, Piketty 2014, Sayer 2015).  This, it will here be 
argued, represents a shift from an emphasis on the mortgage market to one which 
prioritises the private rented housing market, a change which means that those who 
had traditionally been home owners (those groups with high levels of cultural capital 
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yet relatively modest levels of economic capital) can now only dream of the home 
ownership opportunities afforded to the working classes of the 1980s and early 90s. 
 
The UK, has since the 1980s, been transformed into a nation of home owners 
(Gurney 1999; Ronald 2008; McKee 2011).  Key policies driving this forward include 
Thatcher’s Right to Buy policy, which enabled sitting council tenants to buy their 
home at heavily discounted rates, and which has more recently also been extended 
to housing association tenants (Forrest and Murie 1988; McKee, Muir and Moore 
2016); low-cost homeownership policies, such as Shared Ownership and Shared 
Equity schemes, which reduce the owner’s stake in the property thus making a 
mortgage more affordable (McKee 2011); and the recent rise of Rent-to-Buy 
schemes (DCLG 2014) and savings account which offer favourable rates for First-
Time-Buyers (HM Treasury 2015).  Whilst levels of home ownership have stagnated 
since the global financial crisis of 2008 (Kennett et al 2013), it nonetheless remains 
the largest housing tenure in the UK as well as the ‘normalised’ tenure of choice 
(McKee 2011).  Although housing policy in Scotland has taken a different tact since 
the re-establishment of the Scottish Parliament in 1998 (McKee and Philips 2012), 
policies to promote homeownership are nonetheless also prevalent in Scotland, 
albeit co-existing alongside a more positive approach to social housing.1  This dual 
approach is in direct contrast to the policies of the current UK Conservative 
Government in Westminster, which has badged itself as the ‘party of 
homeownership’ (Conservative Party 2015: 53-54), and continues to further 
marginalise and stigmatise social housing in England whilst simultaneously 
continuing its longstanding commitment to valorising and promoting home ownership.   
By utilising Bourdieusian concepts in accounting for the drivers of ‘aspiration’, as well 
as the objective reality within which they arise, this paper outlines the ultimate 
importance of thinking about the wider context in which aspirations are shaped and 
come to be. 
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Housing, Social Class and Aspirations 
The research literature on housing and social class has, in the last half century, 
expanded across a number of disciplines (Allen 2007).  Aspirations research has 
been an integral part of both health and education studies (Silver 1973, Butler and 
Robson 2001, 2003, Taylor 2001) since the 1970s, but the literature on housing 
aspirations is much less abundant.  This paper seeks to advance the existing 
knowledge base by drawing together the three concepts; housing, social class and 
aspirations.  A number of researchers have, either directly or indirectly, examined the 
relation between housing and social class through a Bourdieusian lens.  McKenzie’s 
(2012, 2013, 2015) ethnographic work in St Anne’s in Nottingham has drawn on 
Bourdieusian notions of ‘capital’ to explain the processes by which residents from 
stigmatised estates create meaning and ‘community’ in the face of external social 
stigmatisation.  One of the most explicitly Bourdieusian scholars to tackle issues 
around housing and social class in the UK is Savage (Savage et al 1990, Savage et 
al 1995, Savage et al 2005, Savage and Bennett 2002, Savage 2005), developing a 
specific research agenda around housing and housing mobility and its relation to 
ever changing conceptualisations, representations and definitions of class (Savage 
et al 2013, and Savage 2015).  These works, in conjunction with the various strands 
of research applying Bourdieusian concepts, have contributed to the construction of 
a highly nuanced understanding of the complex relationships which connect social 
space and physical space as well as the relationship between social mobility and 
geographical mobility, (Savage 1988, Hamnett 1984, 1987, 1989, 1994, Hamnett 
and Cross 1998, Raco 2009, 2013a).  This has been examined from both a working 
class (Forrest and Murie 1988, Cole and Furbey 1994, Allen 2007, McKenzie 2012, 
2013, 2015, Paton 2013, 2014), as well as a middle class perspective (Butler and 
Robson 2001, 2003a, 2003b, Watt 2005, Savage et al 2005, and Paton 2009). 
These debates have both informed, and have been informed by, research on the 
importance of geography in relation to aspiration (Butler and Hamnett 2011, Hamnett 
and Butler 2011, Paton 2014).   
Raco’s (2009, 2013) theoretical work on existential politics, however moves the 
focus from a specifically defined ‘class-based’ approach to a focus on the shift from 
expectational forms to aspirational forms of citizenship for members of all classes.  
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For Raco, the concept of the aspirational citizen has its origins in the processes 
through which neoliberal policy sought to create ‘the ‘right’ types of aspiration 
through the promise of performance related rewards and individual fulfilment (Raco 
2013: 49).  The aspirations of the UK’s citizens were, according to Raco (2009, 
2013), made and remade through New Labour’s success in shifting ‘official’ 
discourse from a model based on ‘expectational citizenship’ (state as provider) to 
‘aspirational citizenship’ (state as enabler).   Raco’s arguments provide a solid 
foundation upon which to build a theory of aspirations which transcends class 
boundaries, accounting for intergenerational as well as sociological factors.  Our 
paper develops these issues further by adding an empirical dimension to Raco’s 
theoretical work.  Firstly, our data highlights the temporal nature of ‘official’ discourse 
(such as that which defines the terms of existential politics), with aspirations 
transformed dialectically in line with transformations in the political economy.  This is 
evident, for example, through the fact that many middle class professionals struggle 
to obtain today, what working class households were readily given only a few 
decades ago.  Secondly, these transformations tend always to cause a gap to 
emerge between what individuals and groups subjectively want, and the objective 
chances of their realisation.  Borrowing a Bourdieusian term, we will call these gaps 
hysteresis, a key concept which we will explore later.  
As we’ve already commented, research into housing aspirations has almost 
exclusively looked at the subjective preferences of individuals and has mostly 
neglected the objective reality which makes desires realisable, and therefore 
‘aspirational’.  The distinction here between subjective and objective forms of reality 
is that the latter is characterised by the material conditions which, beyond the 
influence of subjective desires, render possible or impossible certain outcomes.  In 
this case, we have noticed that most research ignores the material possibilities such 
as those which arise from economic conditions, employment trends, lending 
environments, etc., focusing instead on what people simply desire.  For example, a 
study by Ipsos MORI (2010), which conducted over 1000 telephone interviews on 
the housing aspirations of people in Scotland, asked people about their subjective 
preferences, offering an account of what people wanted, desired and wished for in 
terms of their ideal type of housing tenure and type.  There has however been some 
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more, critically informed housing policy research commissioned.  Shelter’s insightful 
research report Home Truths (Edwards 2005) concludes that the continual push 
towards home ownership has, since the 1980s, driven up aspirations across all 
sections of society with the exception of the low waged and the no-waged who, 
despite state intervention to expand markets, have remained excluded.  Past 
research has also underlined the importance of geography, with Townsend’s (2006) 
research reporting that location was the key facet of aspirations, as houses of one 
type could be stigmatised in one location while exactly the same types of houses 
could be highly sought after in another area.  
The argument we wish to advance is that the relationship between housing and 
social class has undergone further change, just as it did at the end of the Fordist-
Keynesian period, when the market for housing was extended to groups who had 
previously been excluded.  The decline in home ownership and the rise in the 
numbers of households now renting privately represents, we argue, a period of 
transition from ‘neoliberal’ to ‘rentier’ forms of capital accumulation.  The argument 
made here suggests that the dispositions people have (such as their housing tastes 
and aspirations) persist long after the social conditions which shaped them have 
ceased to exist.  This explains why many young ‘professionals’ with more cultural 
than economic capital still ‘aspire’ to owning their own home through a mortgage, 
despite the objective chances of them obtaining the large sum required for a deposit 
continuing to diminish.  The ‘aspirational gap’ between what young professionals 
subjectively expect and the objective opportunities of their realisation can be 
explained using Bourdieu’s (1990, 1998, 2000) notion of hysteresis.  Hysteresis is, 
for Bourdieu, the gap between the changing conditions of the field (in this case the 
field of housing) and a person’s habitus, the durable yet malleable sets of 
dispositions which people acquire, mainly through the internalisation of their external 
world, as part of the process of socialisation.  Our conceptual use of hysteresis is 
novel in both the sociological study of aspirations, and indeed in the wider field of 
housing studies, and this represents an important contribution to these debates. In 
order to adequately account for the relation between subjective expectations (habitus) 
and objective possibilities (field) it is however necessary to firstly understand the role 
of housing as a form of ‘sociodicy’.   
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Housing as a Form of Sociodicy 
 
For Bourdieu (2000) Sociodicy is that which ‘justifies’ the state of society, in relation 
to the uneven distribution of symbolic capital (status) and negative symbolic capital 
(stigma).  Sociodicy, in a housing context, represents the homology between a 
person’s social position (where they are located in social space) and their 
geographical position (where they are located in physical space).  It acts, therefore, 
as a vindication of class inequality (Bourdieu 1996a, 2000).  Indeed, it can be argued 
that for Bourdieu, social space and physical space are very closely linked.   
 
‘The idea of difference is at the basis of the very notion of space, that is, a set 
of distinct and coexisting positions which are exterior to one another and 
which they are defined in relation to one another through relations of proximity, 
vicinity, or distance, as well as through order relations, such as above, below 
and between; certain properties of members of the bourgeoisie or petit-
bourgeoisie can, for example, be deduced from the fact that they occupy an 
intermediate position between two extreme positions, without their 
subjectively identifying themselves, either with one or the other position’ 
(Bourdieu 1996b: 11 emphasis in the original). 
 
Thus the ruling elites of any society have tended to live in the grandest buildings in 
the most desirable geographical locations (Savage 1988, Hamnett 1984, 1987, 1989, 
1994, Hamnett and Cross 1998,).  The most stigmatized have tended to live in the 
most modest dwellings, in the poorest conditions, in the ‘least desirable’ 
geographical locations.  The connection between social and spatial inequality has 
been outlined by a number of historically seminal works such as those of Engels 
(1845), Booth (1901 – 1902), and Orwell (1937).   
 
The data will now be used to not only highlight the links between subjective 
experience and objective reality, but to show the futility of examining each 
perspective in isolation from the other.  In doing so we make the argument that the 
relationship between housing and social class changed during the 1980s and early 
1990s, a period of continued expansion of housing markets to groups who were 
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previously excluded.  The problem of ‘continued compound growth forever’, as 
Harvey (2014) points out, is one of sustainability on a number of fronts.  The banking 
crisis of 2008, caused by the extension of housing markets to US citizens, many of 
whom had no formal employment prospects and less chance of paying back the 
sums lent in mortgage loans, has, since the ‘credit crunch’, acted to promote rentier 
forms of capital accumulation around the world (Harvey 2014, Piketty 2014, Sayer 
2015).  This has resulted in a new relationship between housing and social class as 
sections of the ‘middle classes’ with a disproportionate volume and structure of 
cultural capital, a group which Watt (2005) calls ‘marginal professionals’, can today 
only dream of the homeownership opportunities which were readily available to the 
working classes during the period of transition from an industrial to a financially 
based economy.  Hysteresis, we argue, represents a novel conceptual lens by which 
to advance this argument, and draw attention to the changing relationship between 
housing and class. 
 
Research Design 
Against this backdrop our research was commissioned to explore housing 
aspirations in a Scottish context.  The paper utilises the data from 80 in-depth semi-
structured interviews with people in Scotland who participated in (funded research – 
details to follow after review).  A two pronged approach to recruitment was adopted 
(for further details, see McKee, Moore and Crawford 2015): 
 Local Authority case studies: participants were recruited from five local 
authority case study areas: Aberdeen City, Argyll and Bute, Perth and 
Kinross, Renfrewshire and the Scottish Borders (n=35).  The case studies 
were selected to include a mix of rural and urban areas, and of different local 
housing markets and tenure structures.  The case study aspect of the 
research design was important to understand how aspirations are mediated 
(or not) by geography.  
 Scotland wide: 500 letters were sent to past respondents of the national 
Scottish House Condition Survey, inviting people to take part; we received a 
response rate of 6 percent (n=30).  This was supplemented by further 
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recruitment through social media and our network of gatekeeper organisations 
(n=15).  The aim here was to widen participation beyond the case studies.   
Efforts were made to include diversity within the sample in relation to housing tenure, 
age, gender, ethnicity and disability (for full details of the sample see the project 
report, McKee, Moore and Crawford 2015).  The semi-structured interviews were 
mostly conducted by telephone, although there were two focus groups (n=7) and five 
face-to-face interviews to accommodate participant’s preferences.  The aims of the 
interviews were to seek information relating to people’s past, present and future 
housing aspirations.  The qualitative data was imported into the qualitative analysis 
software NVivo 10 and then analysed thematically.  In line with the principles of 
Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) (Charmaz 2014).  CGT builds on the original 
approach of Glaser and Strauss (1967), but is underpinned by a much more relativist 
epistemology which emphasizes the positionality of the researcher and the socially 
constructed nature of knowledge.  Theories are not out there waiting to be 
discovered, rather interpretation is always partial and incomplete, and shaped by the 
researcher’s experience in the field. 
 
Understanding why ‘aspirations’ differ between groups 
 
Thematic analysis of our qualitative data showed that the sample could be grouped 
into four broad categories, which corresponded to the four distinct eras of capital 
accumulation.  The relationship between these four categories and the economic 
epochs from which they have issued, is a dialectical one which takes account of the 
objective (material and economic) conditions within which people find themselves 
and the subjective perspectives (the aspirations, desires and wishes) which arise 
from these conditions.  This dialectical relationship accounts for the primacy of 
objective factors in shaping subjectivities while at the same time avoiding the pitfalls 
of economic determinism through an overly ‘structuralist’ explanation.  The 
categories below are broad generalisations which account for the strong connection 
between economic forms and the forms of housing provision, tenure being one 
dimension.  This method allows for housing and tenural trends to be linked to their 
wider economic drivers, accounting for the shifts from private renting in the pre-
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welfare epoch, to social housing in the Fordist-Keynesian epoch, to home ownership 
in the financialised epoch and then back to private renting in the current ‘rentier’ 
epoch.  These are detailed as follows; 
 
 Social Tenants (n=20): industrial era of capital accumulation, 1950s - 1979  
 Lucky Owners2 (n=24): (the extension of markets to those previously 
excluded, 1979 - 2000)  
 Housing Bubble Buyers (n=17): period of unregulated asset inflation, 2000 - 
2008)  
 Generation Rent (n=19): the return of rentier capitalism and never-ending 
austerity, 2008 - present  
 
The broad homology between the dominant tenure and the dominant form of capital 
accumulation in any given epoch was one of the most significant findings to emerge 
from our research into housing aspirations.  There is, evidently, a very strong link 
between the extension of markets, to those groups who had previously been 
excluded from home ownership, and the rise in the number of people who clearly 
‘developed’ aspirations to become home owners.  One of the other significant 
findings suggests that although ‘class’ is clearly an important determinant factor 
which influences housing possibilities and expectations, political economy is also 
important.  The transition from an economy based on industry and production to one 
of finance and consumption gave relatively low waged working class households the 
ability to purchase their house at a considerable discount.  A combination of banking 
sector liberalization and the introduction of policies designed to extend markets such 
as the right to buy your council house (RTB) allowed many working class households 
to enter into economic practices (mortgage holding and home owning) which were 
previously out of reach in both subjective and objective terms.  The extension of 
housing markets made it easier for more affluent working class and middle class 
households to set a generational trend towards home ownership, a trend which, 
having lasted some 30 to 40 years, may be nearing its end with the steep rise in 
asset values pushing homeownership beyond groups who lack the economic capital 
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and/or whose parents cannot provide the sums required for a mortgage deposit 
(McKee 2012).  
 
For large numbers of households of a certain age who possessed a greater volume 
and structure of economic (and cultural) capital, getting a mortgage has, since 
around the 1960s, tended to be the ‘natural’ thing to do, as this participant recounted; 
 
‘We paid off our mortgage in 1984.  I married in 1967, got straight onto the 
property ladder, which is just what you did in those days.  There wasn’t a 
rising market then, so I left London in 1984 in profit and moved up here.  My 
house isn’t worth £1 million but there are houses a couple hundred yards from 
here that would be worth that. I would value the house we are in just now 
about £700,000. It is a long way from the £600 that we paid for our first house 
in the 1960s!’  (Female, home owner, 65+ age group). 
 
The steady increase in the numbers of people who bought a home in the post-war 
period had the effect of normalising home ownership (Gurney 1999, Rowlands and 
Gurney 2000; McKee 2011).  ‘Normal’ or more accurately, ‘normalised’ forms of 
behaviour, which are socially mediated and objectively structured through the 
extension of markets to those previously excluded, create aspirations within groups 
who had never before thought about home ownership, because they previously 
never thought they would be able to ‘afford’ home ownership.  Clearly, there exists 
(or arguably there has existed) a significant difference between what dominant and 
dominated groups can aspire to, or indeed expect.  These differences are 
determined by their relative distance from economic necessity (Bourdieu 1990, 1991, 
1994, 2000), holding the key to what can, and what cannot be ‘imagined’.   
 
Focusing on the ‘generational’ differences contained in the data highlights the 
‘aspirational gap’ between those born at divergent economic epochs.  The following 
excerpt shows that in the transition period from an industrial to a financial economic 
base, employees (those who populated the group Generation Lucky Owners) could 
‘work hard’, save up and access the property market in ways that contemporary 
workers (those young professionals from Generation Rent) simply cannot do: 
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‘I didn’t have a fantastic job or a fantastic amount of money. I worked hard 
and saved enough for a deposit with my wife.  My wife was a radiographer, I 
was a farm manager. Which is not the best of paid jobs but I worked very hard 
and put a lot of effort in. I knew what I wanted. I wanted a house of my own. 
So I didn’t smoke, and various things like that. I managed to get the deposit 
that I needed and a lot of my friends did as well’ (Male, home owner, 65 + age 
group). 
 
We concur that this aspect of the data accords with the bulk of the research literature 
which has, since the 1970s, dealt with the connections between housing and social 
class.  We would, however, argue that the current situation, particularly that 
experienced by young professionals who have a disproportionate volume of cultural 
capital (in our sample, school teachers, architects and researchers) is divergent from 
the scholarly doxa which divides working class and middle class households 
according to their ability to acquire housing of a certain tenure, in a particular location:   
 
‘But it is sad.  My generation were lucky because my husband had worked for 
32 years for the same company, at that point you got your pension, it was all 
just done for you as it were, and we are the last generation I think that’s going 
to happen to, because the next generation are having to make provision for 
their own pension and if you are in a position like my son’s in where you’ve 
never had a really highly paid job and he’s on his own so if he can’t work then 
that’s it, you know’ (Female, home owner, 65+ age group).  
 
The generational difference was at its starkest in the data when comparing like-with-
like occupations in both a tenural and locational context.  School teachers from the 
Generation Lucky Owner group had paid off mortgages for homes in locations of 
their own choosing, claiming to have met their housing aspirations.  School teachers 
from the Generation Rent cohort spoke of feeling ‘trapped’ in PRS accommodation, 
unable to meet their aspirations in relation to both tenure and location as one 
participant comments: 
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Interviewer: ‘I have to ask you the question: Do you not think it’s shocking that 
someone who is working as a school teacher in the UK is saying that they 
don’t know if they can ever afford a house in a place like Glasgow?’ 
 
Interviewee:   ‘Of course it is, yes.  Obviously, it’s a good job and it’s a 
professional job, but on my own, I could never afford that.  I could just about 
afford to rent a flat here myself, but that’s about it.  But even with two wages, I 
don’t know because it’s very expensive around here.  I do often wonder who 
can afford houses in the south side.  What are they doing for a living?  I think 
they must be business owners.  I don’t see me doing it, to be honest’ (Female, 
private renter, 25 – 34 age group).   
 
The next excerpt is from a conversation with a student architect whose wife was a 
school teacher.  They lived in the PRS with their toddler son as they could not afford 
a mortgage.  They were hopeful of being able to afford a mortgage in the future with 
two professional wages combined.  They lived in a place (a medium sized town) 
where house prices were much less than they were in the larger cities: 
 
‘We have some money for a deposit but nowhere near the amount we would 
need, even if it is 5% for what we would want to buy, we don’t have that.  But I 
think all going well, when I qualify… my wife has got a good job – she is a 
professional – two of us put together should be able to afford a mortgage’ 
(Male, private renter, 25 - 34 age group). 
 
The next example, taken from an interview with a school teacher whose partner is a 
police officer, demonstrates the multiple barriers ‘Generation Rent’ have to overcome 
to realise home ownership in the current epoch.  The Help–to-Buy scheme 
mentioned here is a policy measure aimed at assisting households to access the 
mortgage market.  Here the interviewee, who bought their home through this scheme, 
lists the significant barriers to home ownership which she and her partner had to 
overcome in realising their housing aspirations.   
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‘I think if we had not been able to move in with Stephen’s parents, I think we 
would probably be in rented accommodation which is much much smaller and 
would probably be renting out my property.  I was in deficit when I sold my flat 
so we had to take a big chunk of my savings out to get rid of my flat because 
you can’t access help-to-buy if you’ve already got another property.  So, yes I 
think we were extremely lucky that we had Stephen’s mum and dad who were 
very accommodating with us, especially because we’ve got the wee one as 
well… they were putting a roof over our heads and we were very lucky they 
were able to do that for us.  We were very lucky and it’s got us to where we 
are now and we appreciate our house and our situation so much more now 
and we enjoy our house much more because we’ve had to go through that, 
living in someone else’s house’ (Female, mortgage holder, 25 – 34 age group). 
 
The vast majority of young professionals who lived in the PRS, intimated a 
preference to either own their own home or to rent from a social landlord in situations 
where they thought homeownership to be beyond their reach, but there was one 
exception.  The following example comes from perhaps the only interviewee (out of 
19 in the PRS) who looked upon renting as a favourable option given the current 
financial climate.  This young man, an interior designer, felt that renting afforded him 
the sort of ‘lifestyle’ which suited his ‘social position’: 
 
‘Yes because I think it just gives you more sort of upwardly mobile flexibility.  I 
can rent something far nicer than I could afford to buy.  Okay it’s not mine but 
I think it depends on what I can afford.  I do not think I can afford a house that 
suits my lifestyle so it has to be a flat’ (Male, private renter, 25 – 34 age 
group). 
 
The growth of the PRS over the last 15 years in the UK means it is now home to a 
diversity of households types: no longer simply the mobile young professionals and 
students it has traditionally been associated with (see, Hoolachan et al 2016).  More 
research is however needed to understand the diversity of these experiences and 
how renting privately impacts on people’s identity and well-being. 
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Nonetheless our data showed that there was widespread recognition of the 
generational differences, with Lucky Owners showing a great deal of sympathy for 
those in Generation Rent: 
 
‘I think it is a problem for young people … I mean our first house I think cost 
about £3,000 and we got help from an aunt, she gave us a down payment 
which was very good, we paid that but now I don’t know… it’s very difficult.  I 
don’t see how unless you’ve got relatives that are willing to… or the bank… I 
don’t see the bank lending, so it’s all down to relatives.  Who has that kind of 
money to spare?’ (Male, home owner, 65+) 
 
The next interviewee showed an acute awareness of the current economic difficulties 
facing young people in both an employment and a housing capacity (see also, 
Hoolachan et al 2016).  There were a number of interviewees who described how 
they have helped their children financially.  Of those who had, a large percentage 
had used the term ‘bank of mum and dad’ when talking about intergenerational 
support (see also Heath and Calvert 2013). These were almost exclusively from the 
Generation Lucky Owner cohort, which illustrates the fact that although there is 
discontinuity between generations, a link still exists insofar as those whose parents 
were able to take advantage of low cost home ownership during the 1980s were in a 
better position to help their children with a deposit.  The intersectionality between 
age and class is an important one that merits further research and exploration: 
 
‘I am putting money away for my kids so I can give my kids a deposit for a 
house. It’s not exactly £50,000 but you know. I would like my children to end 
up in home ownership because I still think it’s the best tenure. I think it has its 
downsides and I don’t think it’s the Holy Grail but what I think is the alternative 
isn’t that good because they are not going to get into social housing and I 
don’t believe in the private rented sector’ (Female, home owner, 45 - 54 age 
group). 
 
Watt’s (2005) research highlights the difference between what he calls the 
‘metropolitan new middle classes’ (managerial professionals with a higher volume of 
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economic than cultural capital) and ‘marginal professionals’ (those working in the 
creative and welfare professions who have a disproportionately higher volume of 
cultural capital) with regard to housing.  The affordability of living in council housing 
in Camden as well as the centrality of the location meant that ‘marginal 
professionals’ could (at least in the early 2000s) pursue their career objectives, a 
luxury which seems to be out of reach for our respondents who also had high levels 
of cultural capital (school teachers, architects, academics and third sector managers) 
but no financial means by which to purchase a property in the current market.  Our 
research corresponds with Watt’s (2005) to the extent that those interviewed who do 
have high levels of cultural capital, but ‘do not have affluent middle-class parents 
who can subsidise metropolitan homeownership’ (Watt 2005: 379) are doubly 
disadvantaged.  They are not only disadvantaged by the limitations of where they 
have to reside but they also lose out financially as asset values continue to inflate, 
widening the housing wealth inequality gap between those who own and those who 
rent their homes (McKee 2012).   
 
Acknowledging the limits of our sample, an assertion can nonetheless be made 
regarding recent changes in the relations between objective possibilities and the 
subjective preferences from which they arise.  Other than one interviewee who 
claimed to be happy in the PRS, it would appear that the tenure in Scotland is 
predominated by two types of tenant: those who want to own but cannot afford the 
deposit for a mortgage and, less evidently, those who want to rent from a social 
landlord but cannot access social housing due to extreme pressures on supply.  We 
also believe that, as the possibilities of home ownership diminish for many, there 
may be an even greater demand for social rented housing in the future as young 
professionals lacking the economic capital required for a deposit may resent having 
to rent privately.  The data showed that many in the PRS saw rent in largely negative 
terms referring to payment as ‘money down the drain’, or ‘paying off some else’s 
mortgage’ – a finding reverberated by previous research (Gurney 1999).  Other 
research has also highlighted the difficulties of making a ‘home’ in the PRS (McKee 
and Hoolachan 2015) – and indeed this has been one of the drivers behind recent 
Scottish Government reforms to private sector tenancies in Scotland. 3 
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We believe that our arguments add further nuance to the sociological understanding 
of the relationship between housing and social class (Savage 1988, Hamnett 1984, 
1987, 1989, 1994, Hamnett and Cross 1998, Butler and Robson 2001, 2003a, 2003b, 
Allen 2007, Paton 2009, 2013, 2014).  The cultural middle classes (those with high 
levels of educational and creative capital but little financial resources), it seems, are 
in something of a unique position in the current epoch.  For the first time since the 
early period of the post-war settlement, the cultural middle classes, the school 
teachers, academics, architects as well as public officials and senior third sector 
managers are struggling to realise the ‘aspiration’ of home ownership.   
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Our qualitative data highlights the extent to which the coupling of material conditions 
and government policy, under the influence of whatever form of capital accumulation 
is dominant at any particular epoch, determines the aspirational character of 
individuals in relation to housing.  State involvement not only creates markets 
(Wacquant 2012, Block and Sommers 2014), but also the market conditions which, 
in the case of housing, create opportunities for people by extending markets from 
which they had previously been excluded.  Given that housing is such an important 
form of sociodicy, it is understandable why people would want to aspire to have a 
house which contains within it as much ‘symbolic importance’ and therefore as much 
‘meaning’, as possible, as this is not only a source of status, but is an important form 
of justification.   
 
The ‘apparent’ injustice here is that ‘access’ (at least historically) to housing, just like 
access to employment opportunities and social networks, is largely dependent upon 
a person’s location in social space, which is dependent on the entirely unequal 
distribution of capital which defines its location.  Those who are shorn of both 
economic and cultural capital lack the ability to aspire to the things which groups with 
high levels of economic capital can aspire to.  For those middle class professional 
groups with more cultural than economic capital, home ownership is becoming 
increasingly difficult to achieve without the financial assistance of parents or other 
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family members.  What the data from this research suggests is that the transition 
from industrial to financial and then more recently to rentier forms of capital 
accumulation have had a profound effect on the relation between the dominating 
dominant (those with higher levels of economic capital) and the dominated dominant 
(professionals who possess higher levels of cultural capital in the form of skills and 
qualifications).  It would seem that the return to rentier capitalism has diminished the 
‘social standing’ of those who were traditionally seen as being culturally important 
(teachers, academics, architects and those involved in the arts), while 
simultaneously augmenting the power of economic groups (managers, accountants, 
property investors, and speculators). 
 
In understanding the relation between housing and social class, the contribution this 
paper makes to current debates has three interconnected dimensions.  Firstly, 
understanding the link between the epochal changes in economic conditions (from 
production to consumption) and the extension of housing markets to those previously 
excluded from home ownership is an important aspect of understanding tenure 
change in advanced capitalist countries.  Secondly, it is important to acknowledge 
the primacy of the specific form of capital accumulation which is dominant at each 
specific period, in order to account for the changing relations between subjective 
expectations (habitus) and objective possibilities (field).  Thirdly, it seems that there 
is something of an ‘aspirational gap’ opening up, which emerges from the lag 
between changing economic conditions (i.e. the return of rentier capitalism) and the 
‘economic’ expectations of those groups who had, as a result of an intergenerational 
tradition of home ownership, have come to ‘expect’ certain outcomes even after the 
material conditions from which they arose have long ceased to exist.  This 
intersectionality between age and class is significant, and an area that merits further 
investigation.  Moreover, these conceptual insights advance our existing 
understanding of housing aspirations in broader terms, highlighting the dynamic 
relationship between the subjective and objective in an empirically grounded and 
theoretically sensitive way. 
 
This paper will not make any policy recommendations.  What we do wish to 
emphasise, however, is the possibility that the scholarly doxa which has underpinned 
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much academic research since the 1970s with regard to housing and social class, 
might soon require some form of re-evaluation as further epochal changes to the 
political economy render as obsolete older patterns of housing consumption.  If, as 
our research findings suggest, the market contracts to allow access only to those 
with the very highest volume and structure of economic capital, then definitions of 
social class in relation to housing will need to be modified accordingly if an accurate 
assessment of the link between social and physical space can be adequately made.  
What the data from this research strongly suggests is that the dominance of rentier 
capitalism in the current period places enormous pressure on households hoping to 
one day obtain a mortgage, as the demand for larger deposits and rising house 
prices in certain areas increases with time.   
 
Hysteresis, the gap between subjective expectations, and objective possibilities 
which arises from the increasing gap between habitus (dispositions towards housing) 
and field (the current housing market) will undoubtedly result in growing 
disappointment for those increasingly unable to realise their dream of home 
ownership.  Our research suggests that those unable to access ‘bank of mum and 
dad’ (Heath and Calvert 2013) will have the choice of either private renting or staying 
at home for longer.  Returning to a Bourdieusian perspective these aspirations will, 
over time, become adjusted to the objective chances of their realisation.  This 
‘compromise’, as Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) point out, carries with it a series of 
political consequences as witnessed in France in 1968 when student protests 
escalated to national strikes and civil unrest across the country.  The cultural middle 
classes, feeling cheated out of their traditional material and symbolic entitlements by 
the rise of the economic middle classes, formed a political alliance, as they often do 
in times of crisis (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992) with the working classes, a 
movement which would have lasting effects on the French economic and political 
landscape.  The extent to which Generation Rent will have a political impact on the 
cultural middle classes of the UK remains to be seen.  A Bourdieusian conclusion 
might suggest that it all depends upon the ability of ‘young professionals’ to adjust 
their housing aspirations accordingly.  We conclude that given the cultural 
importance of housing as a form of ‘sociodicy’, this is far from guaranteed and thus 
presents an important insight into the uncertain future regarding not only relations 
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between housing and social class, but the wider political order embodied by the 
divisions between economic and cultural fields of power.  
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End-notes 
1 It is beyond the scope of this paper to give a detailed account of the policy 
differences between Scotland and England in the context of devolved policy-making 
in the UK.  For a fuller discussion of these nuances as they relate to the argument 
expressed here, please see McKee and Phillips 2012, McKee et al 2016. 
2 The use of the word ‘Lucky’ here is to reflect the general consensus among 
interviewees from this epoch, most of whom, when comparing their situation with the 
difficulties young people today face trying to get on the property ladder consider 
themselves to have been ‘lucky’. 
3 The Private Housing (Tenancies) (Scotland) Act 2016 proposes a number of 
reforms to private rented sector tenancies, including greater security of tenure: 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2016/19/contents/enacted 
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